year, in my Presidential Address, I hazarded a modernized version when I suggested that the laws of the market were not always in harmony with the laws of nature. So far I have escaped retribution.
If you have deduced, from all this preamble, that I am about to stray into controversial political waters and attack current Government policies, you are not altogether wrong. I believe it is quite in order for the President of the Royal Society to comment on political questions whenever these border, in one way or another, on scientific matters-and these days that is not much of a limitation.
Let me begin by discussing an issue that has been highlighted in The Queen's speech, and which has been much in the news over the past year: the programme of deregulation that has been promised. We have been assured, from the Prime Minister downwards, that government regulations have multiplied to such an extent that they are now a bureaucratic monster that is strangling British industry, and the appropriate Minister will play the traditional role of St George in slaying the dragon. There is no doubt this makes good headlines, and the Minister leading the attack (i.e. playing the part of St George) has gone so far as to say that all regulations should be abolished, and that normal market forces would look after the interests of the customer.
Perhaps, in the face of this onslaught, it is as well to look at the matter historically. Regulation in trade, to protect the customer from sharp practice, goes back into the mists of time: inaccurate scales carried severe penalties. In the 19th century regula tions to protect the health of children were imposed on a reluctant market. Sending small boys up chimneys was no doubt cheap and efficient, but it was rightly banned, and I hope my predecessors at the Royal Society were fully behind the ban. The advent of the motor car led to speed limits and seat-belts, regulations designed to save lives.
These few examples illustrate the point that, as dangers were recognized, or as moral susceptibilities were aroused, regulations were brought in to protect the individual from fraud, danger or exploitation. As society has become more complex, the web of regulations has inevitably become finer and more profuse. If our ancestors were unable, without help, to assess the accuracy of the grocer's scales, our average citizen today is equally unable to check the chemical composition of the water supply or the level of bacteria in food.
In short, regulations are there ultimately to protect the individual, they are there for a purpose and they are an essential part of a civilized society. If it is a dragon, it is a friendly dragon, and St George should think twice before striking with his sword.
I am not of course arguing that pruning or streamlining of regulations is unnecess ary. I am all against excessive bureaucracy and paperwork: all in favour of achieving the objectives with the lightest touch. I am sure much could be done in this direction and our legal friends could lead the way. Most of you will have tried, at one stage or another, to read the Title Deeds to your house. I find these analogous to the complexity of DNA which, evolutionary biologists tell us, incorporates all the mistakes of earlier eras. It is hard to rewrite DNA-it should be easier to rewrite Title Deeds.
So I am not against reform. What worries me about the present Government's campaign for deregulation is that there is no counsel for the defence, there is no one to argue the case for the citizen. If the state and industry combine, the individual is powerless. One might hope that our professional (and thankfully) non-political civil servants would act on the citizen's behalf, and point out to Ministers the purposes and merits of various regulations. Unfortunately, they are unlikely to get much of a hearing, since the relevant Minister has recently said that, if his civil servants proved obstructive, he would beat them up.
It falls then to bodies, outside government, such as the Royal Society, to speak on behalf of the individual, to remind Ministers that they have a duty to protect the health, wealth and safety of their citizens and that deregulation should be less of a militant crusade and more of a careful reform. Recent tragic events in Germany, relating to blood products, should remind them of the inherent dangers when commerce and medicine mix, and of the need for strict regulations with proper enforcement.
Clearly, regulations, particularly those involving science and technology, have to be carefully reviewed from time to time, in the light of practical experience and of changes in knowledge. The recent report on Biotechnology by the House of Lords Select Committee is a good example of such a review. The Committee concludes that, in certain respects, present EC and UK regulations have proved unnecessarily restrictive and should be modified. An important aspect of their report is concerned with international comparisons. It is obviously unfortunate if widely different practices are adopted in different countries, even within Europe. Standards of safety should not be driven down by competitive commercial bidding.
In fact, in some areas, competition can work the other way. As international standards rise, particularly in environmental protection, countries which are in the lead will have a competitive commercial advantage. Their industries will have been forced to adopt clean technologies and will be in a position to corner the international market. There are already indications that countries such as Germany and Japan, where environmental pressures are greatest, will lead the field. Deregulation in the UK, while it might produce short-term advantages to British industry, could at the same time weaken its long-term position.
Let me now turn to the larger and even more controversial topic of the privatiza tion of public utilities and services. Again we should remind ourselves that many of these were taken over by the State because (as perceived by the electorate of the time) the privately-run services were inadequate or unsatisfactory. The arguments in favour would have varied but would have included the advantages of unification, public safety and long-term planning. It would not be appropriate for me to enter the doctrinaire discussion on the basic philosophy of whether such enterprises are best publicly or privately owned. Let me just say that, in my view, ownership per se is not the most important issue. After all, privately-owned institutions are often heavily dependent on vast pension funds which are ultimately the property of our citizens. What matters is how the organizations are run and what controls there are to ensure the public interest. We would like to see efficiency combined with protection of the public, in terms of safety and of service. Moreover, we want a structure that will plan for the long term and ensure the interest of succeeding generations.
The Royal Society can claim no special skills or knowledge in terms of adminis tration or financial efficiency, but it does have an interest and expertise in matters of safety as they relate to technological, medical or environmental questions. There are clearly potential conflicts between commercial profitability and public safety in the wide sense. The more services are privatized, the greater the need for vigilance and control in the public interest, and this will lead to more regulations rather than less. By privatizing and deregulating at the same time the Government is in danger of abdicating its social responsibilities.
However the aspect of privatization that is closest to the interests of the Society concerns long-term research. In a competitive commercial environment the em phasis is on the short term: the immediate needs and those that can be foreseen a few years ahead. Investing for the long term and supporting open-ended research, which might bear fruit only in the next generation, requires courage and vision. It also requires an appropriate organizational environment and not all privatization schemes have been equally successful in this respect. It is perhaps helpful to make a few comparisons to see what effect privatization has had on long-term research. Gas and electricity are sufficiently similar services that a close comparison makes sense. They have been privatized differently with gas remaining monolithic while electricity has been broken up. Arguments are continuing on whether gas should remain as a monopoly or be broken up in the interests of competition. On the long-term research side there already appears to be a noticeable difference. The research effort of the former CEGB has been radically altered by the private companies that have replaced it. This seems an inevitable consequence of the new structure and some of the changes may prove beneficial, but there is a legitimate and serious concern about the new emphasis on short-term objectives. British Gas, however, although run on commercial lines, continues its previous policy of funding a significant amount of longer-term strategic research.
There are, of course, broader issues of general energy policy, including support of research, that transcend particular sectors such as gas and electricity, and include coal, nuclear and renewable energy. Maintaining a proper balance across the whole field is not easy but at present there is neither a mechanism nor a policy. Sometime during the next year I hope our NAPAG* study group, chaired by John Flemming, Warden of Wadham College, Oxford, will produce its report as a contribution to this vital area. In the telecommunications field, partly because BT was preserved as a single unit and partly no doubt because this is a research-intensive area, long-term research appears to have survived privatization.
The water industry on the other hand has taken the opposite course. There are now ten separate water companies covering England and Wales and, perhaps predictably, they have a narrower focus. The prospects for maintaining a healthy long-term research programme do not appear promising. The fact that different arrangements for water currently hold in Scotland may, in due course, provide a useful comparison of different systems and in particular of their attitudes to basic research.
These examples appear to indicate that, to a first approximation, there is a pay-off between competition and long-term research. Stiff competition, and attention to the 'bottom line', may encourage and sharpen research on current problems but it is not always conducive to long-term thinking. Of course the scene changes if we move from the national to the international scene, with a corresponding change of scale. Time horizons now broaden and worldwide competition may foster more strategic research: this is certainly the case in the pharmaceutical industry.
The impending privatization of British Rail has still to be implemented and the implications for long-term research have still to be examined. Rail transport can require massive investment in research on an extended time-scale and it is not clear that the new structures will be adequate for this purpose. Countries which have had successful modernization programmes have not had to cope with the problem of a divided system.
If privatization of this type is to continue and provide a healthy base for the future of public services then the government will have to give more thought to the adequate provision for long-term research. The public interest requires it, and if market structures do not automatically produce it, then the responsibility falls back in one form or another on the government.
In addition to the privatization of public utilities and services, government laboratories and similar establishments are being gradually moved towards the private sector. Many of them, such as the National Physical Laboratory or the Building Research Establishment, now have Agency status, a kind of half-way house. It is still too early to assess what effect these changes have had on their role of underpinning the provision of scientific and technological expertise in the public interest. The Agencies themselves vary significantly in structure and scope. Each needs to be examined carefully and it would be wise to proceed pragmatically and cautiously, bearing in mind their important role in terms of long-term research capability.
The future of the Forestry Commission raises different issues, but still ones which are of concern to the Royal Society. The preservation and conservation of our countryside and forests is a major responsibility of the Government. Lands are held in trust for the public and have to be managed with all due care to the environment. It is not clear that these are necessarily compatible with private commercial interests. In the Western United States and in Canada there are serious conflicts between the logging industry and environmental groups, and while our forests are not of the same scale they are even more sensitive because of their scarcity and the greater density of our population. Proposals that the Forestry Commission may be privatized in some form are being opposed by our colleagues in the Royal Society of Edinburgh. Since they are closer to the action and more heavily involved, I am swayed by their views and share their concern. They have produced cogent arguments, including the very long time-scales involved, the need for public access and the doubtful financial benefits. Privatization may, in certain areas, have its merits but there are other areas where it conflicts dangerously with the public interest. Selling the family silver may be good economics, but the children could object to selling off the garden! All the issues I have raised, covering a wide field, have a clear scientific component. As such they should also be the concern of our new Office of Science and Technology, which has a broad responsibility to oversee all aspects of Govern ment involvement in Science and Technology. Mr Waldegrave's White Paper emphasized the firm goals of wealth creation and improving the quality of life. Both are equally important. The Government's focus on deregulation and privatization appears at times to concentrate exclusively on wealth creation and to ignore, or pay lip-service to, the quality of life. We should remind ourselves that this term includes public safety, the environment and many intangible but important aspects of our lives. You do not need to be an archbishop to question the wisdom of pursuing wealth as the primary purpose of individuals or of society.
Having expressed my concern about the potential dangers of extreme one-sided policies I was reassured by a recent statement of the Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd. He said We should not give the impression that we believe in permanent cultural revolution, in the style of Trotsky or Chairman Mao. We must show that we are not driven by ideology to question every function of the State, to make impossible the life of our public servants, or to depreciate the worth and quality of the different public services'. I hope his words are heeded.
Let me turn now to the international scene and say a few words about the conference on World Population problems that I attended in Delhi last month. This was a conference of scientific academies from all round the world, and the Royal Society took a leading part in its genesis and organization. It was designed to emphasize the strongly held view of the world's scientific community that the continuing growth in the world population, together with the related economic and environmental questions, is the single most important problem facing mankind. The issues are complex, involving an interplay of social, economic, medical and envi ronmental factors. This means that the problems have to be tackled on many fronts, including family planning facilities, women's education and economic develop ment. While the population growth is concentrated in certain parts of the world, the problem concerns us all, and every country has to play its part.
As the world population grows there will be increasing pressure on natural resources and an inevitable and massive migration of people, with all the economic and social disruption that this will produce. It is in our own self-interest, as well as in the broader interests of humanity, to face up to the problem and make our contribution. This may involve increased assistance to the Third World and changes in our life style, neither of which is an obvious vote winner in the narrow sense. I hope, therefore, that these questions can be raised above the petty and parochial level of party politics. We need a national consensus on priorities and as scientists it is our duty to press for action.
